
Árbol de la Vida

(Tree of Life) 

A Contextually Grounded Model 

for Occupational Therapy Practice

Introduction 

In contrast to individualistic Western Culture, in 

some cultures there may be a sense of  family or 

group based identity.  The “self ” is not seen as an 

independent entity, but as a part of  a social group, 

therefore, the social context holds the key to a client 

being able to realize their maximal occupational 

potential. The Árbol de la Vida (Tree of  Life) Model 

uses a tree to represent schematically the context 

centered occupational therapy process. Traditionally, 

bottom-up assessments tend to examine small, 

separate components of  a client’s skills or 

occupational performance components.  This model 

places the most global components on the ground 

and builds from there up.

The Forest represents the social environment.  

Individuals trees make up the forest and they all are 

rooted in the same earth. While one can be uprooted 

from ones physical and social environment it is 

difficult to reestablish oneself  in another 

environment and is best done with support.

The Trunk represents performance patterns. Habits, roles and rituals grow like rings on a tree 

building on one another.  The bark represents the activities that are discernible to others 

whereas the bulk of  the trunk represent past and current patterns that are known to the 

individual but not necessarily demonstrated to ones entire social circle. 

Roots the cultural, personal, temporal, and virtual contexts.  The roots of  the tree are below ground 

and therefore unseen.  Likewise, one is not always aware of  the influence the contexts play in 

ones life. 

Branches represent client factors.  Like a tree can live without a branch, a person may have a 

partial or complete loss in one of  the client factors and still be able to function given 

adaptations or support.   

Leaves represent performances skills. Just as leaves grow out of  branches, the performances skills 

rely on client factors for expression.  For example, if  one doesn’t have vision, they will not be 

able to make eye contact with a social partner.

Flowers represent desired or potential occupations and will become goals.
Fruit represent occupations.  As occupations 

give meaning and purpose to life, fruit 

provides food for life and the seeds within the 

fruit promote ongoing expressions of  life.

The Ground represents the physical environment. The quality of  the soil and stability of  the 

earth influences the growth of  the tree as the natural and human built environment influences 

occupational potential.

Conclusions 

This model has been used in Ecuador to guide 

evaluations and to better demonstrate that 

prior to looking at client factors and 

performance one must understand the social 

and physical environment and build rapport 

with the client by showing interest in their 

family and social groups.  While the Árbol de 

la Vida Model has been developed while 

working with clients in Ecuador, it could be 

used across populations globally.

Sun, rain and wind represent barriers and 

supports for change.  Trees need sun and rain to 

grow, but too much of  either can be harmful.  

Wind can be pleasant and help carry seeds, but 

in extreme cases can destroy the tree.  Likewise, 

some actions can be both a barrier or a support 

to a person depending on how it presents. 
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Western Culture - Emphasis on:

•Autonomy

• Separation 

• Importance of  the individual over the 

social group

Non-western Culture - Emphasis on:

•Group identity
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